
Glossary

wilt

thou

thee

fashion

torch

rending

dauntless

fortitude

will

you

you

Sonnet XIII

craft, make

burning light

tearing, cutting

resolute, bold, fearless

courage/ resilience, strength

Summary

This sonnet is addressed to the persona's lover. It seems to
be a response for his desire for her to speak aloud her love.
The persona feels she cannot do this. The octet uses the
eKended metaphor of a burning torch and the inability the
persona feel of holding it to their faces to shed light on
each.

The sestet is more forceful and the persona realises how
uncertain she is of the relationship. The demand of the lover
has made her acknowledge her own concerns.

Discussion

The poem is written in the second person, addressed to the
lover of the persona. Starting with the conjunction, ..And,,
the opening line of the sonnet seems mid-biscussion_
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And wilt thou have me fashion into speech
The love I bear thee

The persona seems to be replying to her lover,s demand.
The formglitv of the lanqua mphasised by the qg.haic
terms "wi|t", "thou" and \h&'i rhis effectivety-S[glaltE
lhe+ersona and helps emphasise the discQmfoft the request
causes her. The use ofthFfiflestion further shows her
doubt, even amazement at the appeal.

She terms the words of love a "torch". The fire imagery here
(remember in the mid nineteenth century Barrett Browning
is not speaking of a plastic torch with batteries!) emphasises
the ferocity of such words for her and the inability of her
hold on them. She uses the torch image to represent the
ditri. ions. The torch,s tight witt
affgefboth, "Between our faces, to cast light on each,'. She
is unFble to ilhrminate herself and him together which
metdphorically represents the candid expression of her
feelings to him directly. The tone is incredulous*anclhichly
Sqqpticat. The ellipsis after the question mark is unorthodox
but serves to emphasise these feelings.

Instead she can "drop it at,thy feet'. While she cannot be so
brazen with her feelings to'put them in his she can manage
this much. It is not that she does not love him but that she
is so fe@ Herfear is captured well
in the connotations of "drop" - she cannot bear to hold the
torch for long, Metaphorically, she cannot make extended

We know Barrett Browning felt isolated and in darkness
prior to Browning's wooing (as revealed in Sonnet 1). It is
logical she would not find it easy to express her deepest
emotions. She is not entirely certain of love - her own or
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his. we know from many of the other sonnets that shefound it difficurt to berieve g*ni;g;r rove and desire forhgr - six years older, an invalid anj ine*p.rienced inrelationships.

She then continues to use the torch image to speak of being
1,1 seti in orje, to r'p.it

Iffi 
' ;iii:Hiiff #m ;:,ffi ',fff. i';eveh this explanation is incrg[brly_glj-ffi*ii,- "- "' 'vvs /

My hand to hold my!r;i;!::'r:ff,
From myse/f . . me . . that I should bring thee proofIn words , . of love hld n ,, iut of reach

I*:1:^1r:jj:ense of the supsficiatity of such .,words,,,
.r ney seem.so flimsy and mean that their *$il,"proof" of rove seems. untinGffiffi-tacement of .,In words,,in the next line from "proor', createJa hesitation furtheremphasises by the foilowrng erripsl. ini, .niorge.i-Lto
9 ve. Thedoubt then moved f@rovide the words tothe need to.

_Consequenfly the sestet beqiyy. 'svyqL',Lry Lr rE >esrei,.ggglilSJlltlLqr€ater str"Nay, -". she has,...hfiGirioilnd r is ar

fi$f,';lt:q,r;.:Ji'l xf a*(!n"speak of the .,sit"n.. .,r _y *ominheeo",;',ri,oililH:" rrff "
na@v about rr.n u.ringi.'d;;. ,AAL*vlctortan expectations of women as demure Anrt qhrr :ra - , I t

na@y aooui suin iliird.''H;;. H.vicFian expectations of wom.n ir-J.*iH;';d. rbstlg-exploite+ -""'"-- q'u )r lll.s q

rhe persona says the lover shoulrl Arqn rrnn,^, *r ̂ +^^-r , rs/"P'*

bSug-exploiteg

The persona says the lover should also know, .,I standunwon/ however wooed". Here there is the idea that she is
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certainly interested but not certain about the implications of
such a love. Perhaps his insistence on declarations has
worried her. It is no that she is not affected by love. Indeed
her life has been torn apart by the strength of the&eshe .,7.@, r' ^ _'//

f.-vby' E( "&a
Rending the garment of my life fl- 

-- 
\

By a dauntless, voiceless fortitude

The image of the "garment" of her life being torn is
poweful and also rather Shakespearian. There is a sense of
her own life's essential superficiality in the clothing image.
The repetition of "less" and the rhythm es give
"dauntless, voiceless fortitude" a musical resonance that
adds to the power of the realisation. The final line conyeys
gryeftalnry4nd it is suggested there is a f€ql slb$g-hqrt
by the "love hid in me out of reach". The image of this love
is not only hidden but also protected. Of course, the
vulnerability in opening our selves to others is always a
danger - especially when it is an action never really
undertaken before as it would have been for the isolated
and often melancholy Barrett Browning.

Therefore this sonnet begins in respon.e to a
demand but ends with the realisation of the unlglain$z-and
DEIn-a-ps unsuitabiliW of loye. Barrett Browning found it very
binicffiing's easy love of her with her
feelings of hesitation and reticence. You might see this
notion of grief as paradoxical, It was not that she did not
feel powerful emotion but that the dem4g[g qlsuch love
wejg_hard to reconcile with her previous life and
expectations of her future. Also, remember too that the love
ironically brought grief as it meant her father's disnleasurq
and estrangement. There was a conflict between paternal
love and romantic oassion. t - / ,,

"/ 
6/re 

t
L

r14

Ideas

rhethrwinjury

This poem exposes the vulnerability we can expose
ourselves to when in love. rhe persona is unable to candidly
open herself to speak words of love to her lover. while this
reflects her own situation, being relatively inexperienced in
these feelings it also reminds us of the risk involved in
relationships. There is always the danger of being hurt. our
lou rr.

we saw this in the image of the persona being puiled by the thair in sonnet I and here she cannor ignore the'lovert ;-r-r X
gg@nds-+he compulsion of the persona to aGlt Oiop
the torch at her lover's feet shows she cannot stop herseif
from saying something. It is arso shown in the uncertainty I
the persona feels in the sestet. while her life has been torn
apart she is uncertdn@", and not compretely positive
about these amaffirings she has. of course we must
remember that she knew she would have to leave her family
to be with Browning and this must have contributed to her
unceftainty.

The power and nature of love
lp

Again the power of love is demonstrated by this sonnet. nu 1 -* 4explained, the speaker cannot ignore the lover. she also I/ (
uses rne po "Rending thegarment of my life". she seems to be m-dEIEry vurnerlbre
by the power of the rove she feers. The finar rine .onuiyr t
sense of fragifty, as if she is in a delicate balange, trying to
maintain control.

uses the FovreduU
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feelings. Barrett Browning lives in a patriarchal society and
this is reflected in her work. However, her particular
situation in life regarding her health and her father's
reluctance for suitors has meant she is very iqexperiencgd
and powerless. In a society that dismissed women near
thifty as too old to marry, Barrett Browning would have
been understandably weakened considerably, despite her
academic bril l iance.

The persona resorts to her femaleness to add weight to her
argument. She speaks of her "womanhood" and her
"woman-love". Here she is exploiting the stereotyped
softness and affection associated with women. This is
especiglly so in the Victorian Era where women tended to be
r€vered for such feminine, rather vulnerehle qualitieS and
damned if they did not exhibit them. Barrett Browning is
projecting herself in this supremely loving role, and asks her
lover to believe her love based on this.

o Love's strength in a harsh world
<a-W'/ 

The underlying harshness d is implied in the final
line. There is the suggestion that the persona is being torn
and her past sadness is not forgotten. The fragility and
reticence of the speaker is seen to be a direct result of her
prior experiences.

Sonnet XIII - euestions

1. Summarise this poem in FIVE points.

2' rn your own words, exprain how Ba'ett Browning makes
the image of the "torch" an effective way to represent herinabifity to speak words of love.

3' a. Examine the structure of the sonnet. summarise its
features (ie, rhyme scheme, line stresses, line
syllables, idea development)

b, How tightly is it organised?

4' Explain how Barrett Browning has used punctuation to
help represent her ideas.

5. What is the effect of emphasising her femaleness?

6. a, Rewrite the sonnet in a modern formal style. Try and
ca.pture the feelings the speaker has for her rover. rry andfollow at least the rhyme scheme for your sonnet.

b. Reflect on the difficulty of writing ideas in a sonnet rike
this. How restrictive was it?

4erp4,,4, t e*tz -- ry
Love also brings with it demands. Once we entwine with
another, tnat ferso-n-Edino'-t really be ignored. The effect of
Browning insisting on words of love is what stimulates this
sonnet. Barrett Browning's life has been irrevocably changed
and she canrle:Liglore his entreaties or her own fuejings.

The domilance of the malgis keenly shown in the sonnet.
trt is he who is the aggress5r, forcing her to speak out her

ffi
-Y
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